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A Study Of School Disturbance In The Upited
States:
A Twentieth Century.Perspective, Part One.
Gordon Arthur Crews, Ph.D.
Midlands Technical College .
Columbia, South Carolina

Introduction
In 1989, President George Bu�h. and the Nation's fifty governors, held

a historic education sununit that culniinated

in the adoption of six National

Education Goals. These six broad goals were intended to serve as a framework
for future reform e fforts.

The sixth goal of the United S tates' National

Educational Goals states:
By the year 2000, every school in America will be free of
drugs and violence and will offer a
conducive to learning.

disciplined environment

The stated ob jectives are: Every

school will implelllent a firm and fair policy on use, posses
sion, and distribution of dmgs ruid alcohol. Parents, business
es, and commwtity organizations will work together to ensure
that schools are a safe haven for all children. Every

s c ho o I

district will develop a comprehensive K-12 drug and alcohol
prevention education program. The drug and alcohol curricu
llllll should be taught as an integral part of health education.

In addition, community-based teams should be orgrutized to
provide students and teachers with needed support (Goals

2000, 1991, p. 2).
This is an ambitious objective for the United States. It has been esti
mated that a t o tal of $91,480,000.00 was allocated for the 50 states,
Washington, DC, and Puerto Rico for efforts to obtain the goals of Goals 2000

($86,480,000.00 for systemic reform state grants and $5,000,000.00 for technol
ogy planning state grants). In 1995, President Clinton requested $700 million in
his budget proposal to be administered by the Department of Education and $12
million for the Department of Labor to support the National Skill Standards
Board.

Given the increases in reports of crime in society and violence in
schools, it seems that America is making uncertain progress toward this goal.
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In 1964, a survey of public school teachers throughout the nation indi
cated that only three percent of the student population was considered a disci
pline problem.

But in 1967, a study based on a survey of urban secondary

schools was released by the Syracuse University Research Corporation; the

·
researchers concluded that disruption of education in public high schools was
becoming extremely widespread and serious (U.S. Congress, 1975).
In the early 1960's, a few large cities instituted some form of rudimen
tary security operation in their school systems. By the late 1960's, the successes
of early experiments prompted a deluge of imitating systems.

By the early

1970s, virtually all school systems serving cities larger than 100,000 people had
implemented some form of school security in response to criminal and violent
student behavior (Burgan & Rubel, 1980).
The following is a chart of the increase in some categories of crime
that occurred in 1964 and 1968 at elementary and secondary schools across the
United States:
1964

1968

%increase

Homicides

15

26

73%

Forcible Rapes

51

81

61%

Robberies

396

1,508

306%

Aggravated Assaults

475

680

43%

Burglaries, Larcenies

7,604

14,102

86%

Weapons offenses

419

1,089

136%

Narcotics

73

854

1069%

Drunkenness

370

1,035

179%

Crimes by non-students

142

3,894

2600%

Vandalism incidents

186,184

250,549

35%

Assaults on teachers

25

1,801

7 100%

Category

Assaults on students

1,601

4,267

167%

Other

4,796

8,824

84%

(Survey of 110 school districts, Senate Subcommittee on
Juvenile Delinquency, 1f.J70).

Both houses of Congress conducted extensive hearing s on the problem
of school violence and vandalism in the late 1960's. Their reports on violence
in schools shocked the nation's conscience. It was pointed out that there were
seventy thousand assaults on teachers annually in the nation, some few ending
in death. Among 757 major school districts, there were more than 199 school
related student deaths in one year. According to figures presented at the House
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hearings by the National Association of School Security Directors, there were
12,000 armed robberies, 270,000 burglaries,204,000 assaults and 9,000 rapes in
American schools in 1974 (National Center forEducation Statistics, 1974).
A conservative estimate of the annual cost of vandalism for the public
school was $600 million. This included, according to testimony before the
House Subcommittee on Education in 1974, $243 million for burglary, $109
million for fire and $204 million for other destructive acts. In 1973,the average
cost per school district nationwide was estimated at $63,000 annually (National
Center for Education Statistics, 1974).
Ac cording to the President's Task Force rep o r t on Juvenil e
Delinquency and Youth Crime (1967),juvenile delinquency was considered the
siugle most pressing and threatening aspect of the crime problem in the United
States. One in every nine young people would be referred to juvenile courts for
an act of delinquency before his/her eighteenth birthday. Considering boys
only, the ratio increased to one in every six. Arrests of persons under eighteen
for serious crimes, increased 47% from 1960 to 1965, this compared to a n
increase, of 17% i n that age group, for the same period.

Summary
The United States experienced many different transitions. crime rate
trends, and school disturbap.ce characteristics between 1945 and 1969.
Truancy for children, robbery for adults, categorized the types of
crimes that were occurring in the United States prior to 1945. It would not be
until the 1960's that any major shifts in criminal activity would occur. It
became a time of random violence. The 1960's are remembered for assassina
tions, societal upheaval, and increases in crime, especially school crime.
Note: the author,s bibliography will appear with the second part ofhis article.
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This spiraling increase in crime and violence has also caused many to question
the safety of their neighborhoods and schools.

Review of the' Literature:
Overview of School Disturbances in the United States
Juvenile delinquency dates back to the beginning of recorded history.
There have been many changes over the centuries in the types of delinquent
behavior encountered, how much was seen, what were believed to be causes,
and what should be done to control the problem.
Among the Romans and Greeks, younger persons were not held to be
responsible for the crimes they committed. The same point of view prevailed in
the Napoleonic Code. In English jurisprudence, however, there was little differ
entiation among children, youths and adults until relatively modem times. The
Chancery Courts of England were sometimes used for special legal processes,
including cases involving children. Not until 1899 was there a special court in
the United States for j uveniles (Barnes, 1972).
Throughout the Middle Ages and as late as the seventeenth century,
children participated in acts which, if committed today, would result not only in
their being defined as delinquent but also could require that their parents, and
other adults, be charged with contributing to their delinquency. As soon as they
could talk, most children learned and used obscene language and gestures;
many engaged in sexual activity at an early age, willingly or otherwise; they
drank freely in taverns, if not at home; few of them ever went to school, and
when they did, they wore sidearms, fomented brawls, and fought duels
(Newman, 1980).
As a socially accepted concept of "childhood" grew and expanded, the
meanings attached to it were significantly altered. The acts of children which in
previous centuries were not seen as particularly deviant now became unique
problems. New norms and expectations developed as childhood became a spe
cial phase in the life cycle (Newman, 1980). This phase was where school vio
lence first would find its foundation and origin.
One of the foremost authorities on the subject of delinquency and its
historical development, in the 1970's, was LaMar T. Empey. In 1978, Empey
released documentation which indicated that violence among juveniles has char
acterized every era of recorded history since medieval periods. In seventeenth
century France, schools were the site of duels, brawls, and assaults upon teach
ers by pupils (Empey, 1978).
The Colonial era in America saw disobedient children being tied to a
whipping post and beaten. Violence against children was justified in part by
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scripture. For instance, Proverbs 6 and 15 in the King James version of the Old
Testament states: "He that spareth his rod hateth his son; but he that loveth him
chastiseth him" and "Foolishness is bound in the heart of a child; but the roo of
correction shall drive it far from him" (Regoli & Hewitt, 1994, p. 25 2).
The colonists were concerned about deviant behavior and adopted
harsh methods for dealing with it. But they did not see deviant behavior as a
.
critical social problem in the sense that they blamed themselves or their com
munities for it, nor did they expect to eliminate it.

Crime and evil , they

believed, were inherent in people and, therefore, endemic to society (Rothman,

1971).
The most common punishments for children were fines and the whip.
but wide use was made of such mechanisms of shame as the stocks, the pillory,
and, occasionally, branding. Both the stocks and the pillory were located in a
public place. In both, the child would be subjected to physical pain and discom
fort and to public scorn and ridicule. Branding offenders with a "T" for thief, a
''B" for blasphemy, or an "A" for adultery was also employed. The criminal

codes prescribed a long list of death-penalty offenses-arson, horse stealing,
robbery, btu-glary, sodomy, murder, and many others (Bames, 1972).
There was no distinct legal category called '"juvenile delinquency" in
the 18th century. Americans still relied on the English common law which
specified that children under the age of seven could not be guilty of a seriou s
crime. Between th e ages o f eight and fourteen, they might be presumed inno
cent mlless proved otherwise. Juries were expected to pay close attention to the
child, and, if he was capable of discerning the nature of his· sins, he could be
convicted and even sentenced to death. In most of the colonies, anyone over the
age of fourteen was judged as an adult (Bremner, 1970; Platt, 1%9).
There were established offenses dealing only with juveniles: rebel
liousness, disobedience, sledding on the sabbath, or playing ball on public
streets. In some colonies, the penalty for rebelliousness against parents w as
death. In actual practice, however, the courts and juries were often lenient
toward the young. Children were often acquitted after a nominal trial, or par
doned, if found guilty. Some young children were severely punished, or even
put to death, but it was a rare occurrence (Platt, 1969).
Caning was a commonly accepted practice and widely used. If a fami
ly was unable to control or to educate its own children to the satisfaction of
town officials, the officials had the power to remove those children froD'l their
own homes and to place them in homes where they would receive a "decent"
and "Christian" education (Rothman, 1971).
In nineteenth-century America, people exhibited extreme fright and
pessimism over delinquent behavior among youth (Empey. 1978). Whereas the
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doctrine of the religious reformers of the past two centuries had suggested that
people were inherently depraved and foreordained to a particular destiny, the
new philosophy was·individualistic and stressed universal and unlimited human

progress. Americans began to feel that some of the eighteenth century methods
of social control were obsolete (Rothman, 1971).

Penalties f or such acts as

petty larceny were reduced, and such corporal punishments as burning the
offender's hand, cutting off his ears, or nailing of hands to the pillory were done
away with. No longer, said a number of influential reformers, could Americans

abide the use of barbarous punishments, particularly for children (Rothman,

1971).
. Nineteenth century America saw discipline problems as a daily occur
rence in schools. Teachers often controlled student.s through threats, intimida
tion, and beatings. A sign of those times can be found in a schoolmaster's pre
pared list of punishments that he had administered during his 50 years of teach
ing:

911,527 blows with a cane
124,010 blows with a rod
20,989 blows with a ruler
136,715 blows with the hand
12,235 blows on the mouth
·
7,905 boxed ears
, 1,115,800 raps on the head
22,763 nota benes with Bible, gramm ar, or other books
777 kneeliitg on peas
613 kneelings on a triangular block of wood

(Regoli & Hewitt, 1994. p. 252).
In the 1930's, vagrancy became the number one crime coriunitted by
children beca use of the harsh economic conditions created by the Great
Depression. Many young people left their homes and lived in the streets. More
than 250,000 juveniles, nearly all boys, walked through American cities across

the country in search of shelter and food. This "crime" of vagrancy strained the

resources of the new juvenile system that had been developed in Cook County,
Illinois at the turn of the century (Drowns & Hess, 1990).
Since the 1980's and early 1990's, the juvenile court has taken a more
retributive posture similar to that in the adult system. The most pronounced
sign of this can be found in the significant increase in the use and nature of
waiver decisions that transfer custody of youths to adult courts; this has includ
ed the lowering of the age at which waiver is permissible (dropping to 14 years
of age in many states) (Pope, 1995). This change in practice has resulted from
the belief that there is no adequate excuse for the serious and violent acts com
mitted by today's youth.
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The juvenile justice system in the 1990's is a repository for every
pathology that affects the modem dysfunctional family. Encountering battered
babies, babies born drug-addicted, lllV-positive, or suffering from fetal alcohol
syndrome, the court·is also dealing with child sexual abuse, abandonment, vio
lent custody battles, and termination of parental rights. Additionally, the courts
decide the fates of children who vandalize, rape, rob, sell dnigs, and commit
murder (New York, January 10, 1994),
Ironically, the philosophy of the juvenile justice system to protect soci
ety's children and change the behavior of delinquents has changed little since it
was conceived. Despite the increase in the violence in juvenile crime, the juve
nile justice system continues to operate with a basic structure designed when the
worst thing children did was shoplifting or stealing hubcaps. The system still
attempts to balance the needs of the community with those of the child. This
approach seeks to change behavior rather than to punish <New York, January 10,
1994).
Some make the case that tl1e problems facing modem youth are no dif
ferent than they were five, ten, or twenty years ago. Others state that there are
numerous modem and unique problems facing adolescents (Nilsen & Donelson,
1993).

Extent of School Disturbances in the United States
Even as government officials, political candidates, and law enforce
ment otlicials across the country press for stronger anti-crime measures, nation
al statistical reports show a decrease in almost all types of reported crime. The
American public does not attend to these reports. The amount of crime might
be stabilizing, but crime .still remains at a staggering level. The same reports
show an increase in random violence and a decline in the age of the perpetra
tors. This may explain why public fear has increased (Ihe State, November 15,
1993, p. B7).
According to the United States Justice Department's Office of Juvenile
Justice and Delinquency Prevention (1993),juveniles accounted for 17% of all
violent-crime arrests in 1991. Juvenile arrests for murder increased by 85%
between 1987 and 1991, and juvenile arrests for weapons violations increased
62%. Three of every ten juvenile murder arrests in 1991 involved a victim
under the age of 18. One out of five weapons arrests in 1991 was a juvenile
arrest. Black youths were arrested for weapons-law violations at a rate triple
that of white youths in 1991; they were victiins of homicides at a rate of six
times higher than whites.
·

In any given year across the United States, approximately 100,000
children take a gun to their school each day, and 160,000 will miss school
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because of fear of injury.

On average, in each hour of the school day, 2,000

young people will be attacked by other students; nine hundred teachers will be
threatened, and about 40 will be attacked.

At homes and in communities,

approximately every 36 minutes, one child is killed or injured by a fireann, for
an average of over 14,000 each year (National Center for Education Statistics,

1994).

In 1991, the students in K-12 education most often threatened with a
weapon were 8th grade students (19%), while at the same time this group also
was threatened without a weapon (31%). Eighth grade students were tied with
12th graders in reporting property stolen (44%); 8th graders reported more of
their property vandalized (34%) than any other grade group (National Center for
Education Statistics, 1993).
Of 8th graders threatened with a weapon in 1991, 27% were black and
22% Hispanic. Of those actually injured with a weapon, 15% were black and
16% were Hispanic. During this same year, the majority of teachers who were
threatened with injury taught in urban schools (15%). The majority teachers
actually attacked during this year also taught in urban schools (15%) (National
Center for Education Statistics, 1993).

A survey by Louis Harris and Associates of New York (1993) found
that most public school teachers (77 percent) felt safe when they were in or
around school. Students felt less safe than teachers; 50 percent of students felt
"very safe" and 40 percent felt only "somewhat safe." Among teachers and stu
dents only a small number believed violence had increased in the past year. A
substantial proportion of students reported they witnessed violent incidents
eitber in or armmd school very often (6 percent) or sometimes (31 percent).
Teachers, students, security and law enforcement officials agreed that
most violent incidents occurred outside the school building. Most teachers and
officials believed that the major factors contributing to violence in public
schools included lack of supervision at ho�e. lack of family involvement in the
schools, and exposure to violence in the mass media.

Students cited a wider

variety of factors that contributed to violence, many related to peer relations.
Twenty-two percent of the students reported that their parents gave hardly any,
or no, time at all to a discussion of school life and homework (Louis Harris and
Associates of New York, 1993).
Schools are a microcosm reflecting the larger society.

Drugs, crime,

and violence found in local communities are brought into the schools. Children
having problems with dysfunctional families and who become filled with anger
or alienation from their parents, are likely to act out in the classroom. The prob
lems of the outside world are causing disorder in the traditionally protected
environment of schools (Shepherd & Ragan, 1992).
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The school-related misbehaviors studied most in recent years are vio
lence, vandalism , and theft. Violence against teachers and other pupils and the
fear it produces have increased at an alarming rate. During 1992, approximate
ly eight percent of urban junior and senior high school students missed at least
one day of school each month because they were afraid to attend.

About

282,000 students were physically attacked in American secondary schools each
month about 125,000 secondary school teachers (12 percent) were threatened
with physical harm, and approximately 5,200 were physically attacked (liSA
Today, November 18, 7A, 1992). The tragedy of teacher assault extends
beyond the personal suffering of any teacher, since such assaults destroy the
trust upon which the student-teacher relationship rests. Once this trust is lost,
teachers do not teach effectively (USA Today, November 18, 7A, 1992).
There are some central trends in juvenile delinquency in the United
States. Juveniles commit nearly twice their share (given their percentage of the
population) of the nation's violent crimes. Between 1983 and 1 992, juvenile
arrest rates for murder rose 128%. The number of children arrested for illegally
carrying or possessing a weapon increased 66% between 1988 and 1992.
Relatively few children are responsible for the bulk of serious, violent juvenile
crime. Children are the prime targets of juvenile crime, with guns exacerbating
the problem (Staff of the Senate Judiciary Committee, 1994).
There is a typical profile of a delinquent. He is male, has abused drugs
(75% ), committed at least So felonies, is impulsive, began crime at an early age
(5 or 6), and shm1s responsibility. His behavior has caused his family to give up
on him. He is tmwilling to think, will skip school, and is prone to drop out. His
friends will typically have the same profile (Drowns & Hess, 1990).
Two aspects of chronic juvenile delinquency reflect that most chronic
juvenile offenders start their criminal careers .prior to the age of 12, and they
tend to come from poorer, inner-city, disorganized neighborhoods. It is hypoth
esized that there are three pathways to chronic delinquency: Overt - from
aggression, to fighting, to violence; Covert - from minor covert behavior, to
property damage, to serious delinquency; and Authority Conflict - from stub
born behavior, to defiance, to authority avoidance. It is believed that these
chronic offenders commit 75% of the juvenile crime in any given year (Office
of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, 1994).
There are other characteristics of chronic violent juvenile offenders.
Offenders are less attached to and less monitored by their parents.

These

offenders are more likely to reside in poor, high-crime areas. They have less
commitment to school and attachment to teachers, and they have more delin
quent peers and are more apt to be gang members and to "act out in school"
(Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, 1994).
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Regoli and Hewitt (1994) have espoused four traditional aspects
regarding students' delinquent behavior at school. The first is loss of teacher
authority. Teachers must maintain their authority and need a strong principal to
maintain this authority. W hen principals and parents do not support teachers,
children do not. Once authority is lost-control of students is lost (Regoli &
Hewitt, 1994).
The second stage is Regimentation and Revenge. As students age, they
are given much more independence and control, but not in school. School rules
often do not "grow" with the students. Faced with strict rules and degrading
experiences in class, some students try to save face and regain their self-esteem
by lashing out at the perceived cause of their embarrassment. Teachers then
become victims of attack, and school property the objects of vandalism (Regoli
& Hewitt, 1994).

School disturbance characteristics.

Prior to the World War II era, the major problems faced by public edu
cation dealt with the value of certain types of curriculum instruction (Counts,
1934). There was much discussion about the values of music, art, dancing,
health, and recreational activities in school. Topics such as these dominated the
discussions of the problems faced by school and what should be done to
improve public educational programs (Watts, 1938).
The only true type of school disturbance that was documented in the
late 1930's and 1940's was truancy. As early as 1939 the relationshlp between
truancy and juvenile delinquency was being investigated. A study conducted by
the New Jersey Delinquency Commission found that of 2,021 prison and cor
rectional institution inmates in that state, two of every five had first been com
mitted for truancy (Juvenile Delinquency Commission, 1939).
A study conducted by the Fullerton, California Police Department and
the California Department of Education examined the leading school discipline
problems in the 1940's. The following were the most reported school
disturbance incidents:
Talking
Chewing gum
Making noise
Running in the hallways
Getting out of place in line
Wearing improper clothing
Not putting paper in wastebaskets
�.February 1, 1988, p. 54).
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According to a study by Stendler (1949) a majority of teachers felt that
behavior problems in the classroom should be handled through constructive
measures such as adjusting work, praising, encouraging, and studying the child
to find underlying causes of behavior. A drop-out problem developed in the
1950's that suggested that the schools were not meeting these goals. In a stUdy
of schools, it was found that dropout rates even in elementary schools were 15.5
per 10,000 children for families earning from $3,000 to $5,000 annually, and 3
children per 10,000 for families earning $5,000 to $7,000. For families making
more than $9,000 the rate was less than 1 child in 10,000. In high schools, the
overall rates were much higher (Sexton, 1961).
During the 1950's, the following list made up the ten (in order) most
reported school disturbances:
Stealing
Temper outbursts
Masturbation
Nervousness
Lack of respect for authority
Cruelcy.
Lying
Fear
Obscenity
Lack of Responsibility
(Stou1Ter, 1952, p. 271).
Burgan and Rubel (1980) indicated that the first glinunerings of the
violence which ultimately resulted i�1 formation of internal security forces in the
public schools began to come to public attention in the late 1950's. In ghettos
of major urban centers, uuruly student misbehavior became sufficiently notice
able by the mid-1950's to warrant the United States Senate to conduct hearings
in cities tlrroughout the nation to determine the scope of the disruptive behavior.
Books written in this era tended to lump misbehavior into the general category
of "Discipline violations," and it was not until ten years later that educators
would begin to separate infractions of school rules from crimes . The popular
ized public view of urban school violence in this period w as exemplified in a
major motion picture, "The Blackboa�d Jungle."
Over time, students, teachers and administrators all came in for their
share of ever-increasing harassment, intimidation and assault.

During this

decade, buildings were with alarming frequency defaced, vandalized, and even
burned beyond repair.

Equipment and supplies were defaced, destroyed, and

stolen at an immense cost to the taxpayers. And, as inflation spiralled ever
upwards in this period, taxpaying citizens' concerns evolved into alarm over this
senseless and non-productive loss of property (Burgan & Rubel, 1980).
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